In the popular culture, dance was something people took for granted and rarely described. This is, of course, not unique to Egypt in antiquity-references to dance in Egypt from the Byzantine period to the eighteenth century CE are scarce but this does not mean that dance had ceased to exist. It was only when European travelers started to visit Egypt and the Near East and to record the dance that they saw performed in private salons, at parties or in the context of weddings or street festivals, that Egyptian or other "oriental" dances were described in any detail.
There are many obstacles to attempting to understand the purpose of dance and the contexts in which it took place in ancient Egypt and especially in attempting to reconstruct any of the movements involved. The same is true of any historical period for which one has to rely on textual and decorative evidence, but is especially so for ancient Egypt where the conventions for depicting the human form were so stylized and, essentially, static, that any accurate representation of movement was difficult, if not impossible.
Virtually all representations of dancers from ancient Egypt are two dimensional. They come from the walls of temples or
The god Bes dancing and playing a tambourine. Bes, probably a god of African origin, was usually shown as a lionheaded dwarf and was particularly associated with the warding-off of evil spirits and thus with the protection of the mother and child during childbirth. The Egyptians believed that his dancing and music would drive away evil spirits and offer protection to his charges. Reproduced courtesy of the Trustees of The British Museum. 
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Scene from the tomb of Intef at Dra Abu'l Naga. This tomb scene shows women wearing calf-length dresses, bracelets and anklets, and with white fillets tied around their long flowing hair, dancing in pairs with a wide range of movements, some more elegantly depicted than others. After Petrie (1909: frontispiece The earliest depictions of dance in Egypt are found in rockart and on predynastic vessels and are described in Garfinkel's contribution to this issue. Egypt became a unified kingdom about 3100 BCE and the political and military stability that followed unification led to the flourishing of the distinctive pharaonic civilization and the establishment of the artistic conventions to which all representations of dance in ancient Egypt had to conform. The "Scorpion" mace head showing an Upper Egyptian king of the period just before unification provides an early representation of dancers in accordance with dynastic Egyptian artistic conventions. On the mace head the dancers are shown taking part in a royal ceremony and the vast majority of depictions of dancers from ancient Egypt also come from ceremonial religious or funerary scenes.
Funerary Dances
Chronologically, the next series of dance depictions comes from tomb-scenes of the Old Kingdom where dancers and singers are shown performing during the funeral procession or at the entrance to the tomb. In this period, these entertainers seem to have been groups of, presumably, professional musicians and dancers who were attached to temples, funerary estates and important tombs or cemeteries. The collective name for such a group during the Old and Middle Kingdoms was the hnr and they would perform at important festivals as well as funerals. Initially all the members of the hnr seem to have been female, with women labeled in tomb scenes with titles such as "overseer of the hnr" or "inspector of the hnr" showing a high degree of organization and professionalism within the group. One Fifth Dynasty lady, Neferesres, had the titles "overseer of the hnr of the king" and "overseer of the dances of the king." The female dominance of the hnr seems to have ended towards the close of the Old Kingdom when male performers start to be depicted and male officials are named (Nord 1981: 29-38 The three dancers are led by a fourth who carries a sistrum but no throw-stick, and are followed by a female dwarf, who also plays a sistrum. Another three dancers face in the opposite direction and have neither throw-sticks nor sistra. The entire group may be an attempt to represent (in so far as it was possible for the Egyptian artist within the prevailing conventions) seven women dancing around the dwarf in their midst (Anderson 1995 In the Middle Kingdom (ca. 2135-1985 BCE) funerary dances, as depicted in, for example, the tombs at Beni Hasan, Meir and Deir el-Gebrawi, also often included movements that would seem to our eyes to be more "acrobatic" than representative of "dance" but we should not assume that the ancient Egyptians made the same distinction between "dancers" and "acrobats" that we do. One interesting scene in the Twelfth Dynasty tomb of Antefiker and his wife Senet at Thebes shows three women clapping while two groups of dancers move towards each other, in front of the clapping women. Both groups, each made up of two dancers, are female but, unlike the clapping women who wear long shifts, they are simply dressed in short kilts and floral collars. The dancers approaching from the right have short hair while the pair coming towards them from the left both have long pony-tails with the weighted disk at the end.
Perhaps the most important of the funerary dances was that of the Muu dancers, which is attested in scenes from the Old
Dances of the Gods
Certain gods and goddesses were particularly associated with dance in ancient Egypt. The goddess, Hathor, for example, was, with her son Ihy, associated with music and dance and dancers were often described as having been performing in her honor. Sometimes dancers are shown carrying musical instruments (sistra and clappers) or objects (such as mirrors or menatcollars) that were sacred to Hathor. Another Egyptian god, the popular Bes, was often shown dancing and playing musical instruments. This association with Bes may account for the popularity of dwarves in Egyptian dance scenes. Dwarves, as we have seen, were frequently shown dancing at the funerals of individuals, and they were involved in temple dances. A funeral procession will be made for you on the day of burial, with a gold coffin, a mask of lapis lazuli, heaven above you, you being placed in the portable shrine, with oxen pulling you, and singers going before you. The dance of the Muu will be performed at the entrance to your tomb and the offering list shall be recited for you. We don't know exactly what the "dances of the gods" were, but presumably they took place in a religious context, probably within a temple precinct. Most Egyptian temples seem to have had dancers and musicians on their staff. A papyrus from the Twelfth Dynasty temple of Senwosret II at Lahun describes in tabular form the occasions on which dances were performed with the name and nationalities of the singers and dancers/acrobats concerned. From this we learn that the temple employed Asiatic and Nubian performers, in addition to Egyptians. These dancers were paid to perform at religious feastivals to mark the end of the old year, the New Year, the coming of the annual inundation, the full and new moon and the feasts of specific gods (Griffith 1898: 59-62).
Most of the rituals of Egyptian state religion took place within the temple itself, to which only the priests and the king were allowed entry, so the temple singers and dancers would have performed only for the eyes of the priests and the gods whom they served. However ordinary Egyptians were able to watch dances for the gods on the occasion of public religious festivals, which often took the form of processions. It was standard practice at Egyptian cult temples for the divine image to be brought out of its shrine and carried out of the temple at the time of important feasts. Usually placed in a sacred barque and carried on the shoulders of the priests, the divine image would process around the god's local area, or be taken to visit other gods in neighboring towns. The procession accompanying the sacred barque included dancers/acrobats as in the important festivals at Thebes (modern Luxor) in the New Kingdom (ca. 1550-1069 BCE). In addition to the "Festival of 
Dance in Everyday Life
Although most of the depictions of dance which have survived from ancient Egypt relate to funerary or religious rituals, there is sufficient evidence to show that dance was not confined to ritual contexts and played a very real, and important, role in the life of ordinary Egyptians. Ancient Egypt had no theatrical tradition, with the possible exception of mythological plays performed at religious feasts, and any public entertainment as such must have been limited in scope at a time when most people probably rarely strayed far from their home town or village. Entertainment on festive occasions would have been to a large extent "homemade" and provided either by members of the celebrant's family or by hiring professional performers.
In addition to scenes of funerary and temple cult dances, the Egyptians also showed dance as it occured in secular situations, particularly in the New Kingdom, essentially at private entertainments, and it is from these depictions, less rigid in style and convention than those in formal religious or funerary scenes, that we can learn most of the context of dance in the lives of ordinary people in ancient Egypt, and can attempt to reconstruct the situations in which dance occurred and the nature of the dance itself. It must, however, always be borne in mind that even these "domestic" scenes served a funerary purpose since most of them are found on the decorated walls of tombs and depict an idealised view of the next world-a world in which good living and entertainment was to be anticipated.
Dance in a domestic context is shown in scenes from the Old Kingdom to the end of the New Kingdom. Its absence from later tomb decoration is a reflection of the different nature of funerary decoration after the New Kingdom, when the "daily life" scenes that previously had been regarded as essential, were replaced by more religious themes. Although the group did not actually perform in the story, they did assist at the birth of the triplets who would become the first three kings of the Fifth Dynasty and were rewarded by the grateful father with a bag of grain, which they asked to be kept safely for them until they returned from their travels. Since there was no currency in ancient Egypt, itinerant performers, like everyone else in the country, would have been paid "in kind." Even by the Graeco-Roman period, after money had been introduced into Egypt, payments to dancers were still made partly in kind.
Can we say anything of the social status of professional entertainers, including dancers, in ancient Egypt? Today, professional dancers, though they may be admired for their skills, are not accorded high status in Egyptian village society. 
Professional Dancers of Ancient Egypt
The best evidence for the lifestyle of professional dancers comes from late in ancient Egyptian history. A papyrus found at the Graeco-Roman city of Arsinoe describes how a "castanet dancer" (krotalistria) named Isidora was engaged by a woman called Artemisia to perform in her village, together with another dancer:
To Isidora, castanet dancer, from Artemisia of the village of Philadelphia. I request that you, assisted by another castanet dancer-total two-undertake to perform at the festival at my house for six days beginning with the 24th of the month of Payni according to the old calendar, you (two) to receive as pay 36 drachmas for each day, and we to furnish you in addition 4 earthly and his eternal home and they should not be equated with public performers, just as modern Egyptian women will dance in the privacy of their own homes for their family but would never perform for strangers in public. We must also remember that these tomb scenes were not intended ever to be seen, except by family members bringing offerings to the tomb chapel.
Temple performers-dancers, musicians and singers-would have been accorded high status in line with their dedication to the service of the gods but it is possible that professional performers might not have been so highly regarded in ancient Egyptian society.
Has Ancient Egyptian Dance Survived into Modern Times?
Egypt, as noted above, is a very "conservative" country and many similarities with ancient activities can still be seen in Egypt, even today. Dancing, with or without engaging professional entertainers, was certainly important as a means of celebration in ancient Egypt as it is in modern Egypt. Only a drum is needed or, if no instrument is available, a flat surface, for someone to mark the beat and people will start dancing. Can we make any attempt to interpret the movements and steps of ancient Egyptian dance, and if so, can they be compared with those that can be seen today? In 1935 Irena Lexova, the daughter of a Czech Egyptologist, attempted this exercise and her interesting little book on the subject has recently been reprinted. She makes an important point that must always be borne in mind when trying to assess Egyptian dancing scenes in that the draughtsmen must often have selected for portrayal those movements and steps that were the simplest to draw or the most easily represented in accordance with the conventions of Egyptian art. As in the case of the Theban tombs of Amenhotep Siartabas of barley and 24 pairs of bread loaves, and on condition further that, if garments or gold ornaments are brought down, we will guard these safely, and that we will furnish you with two donkeys when you come down to us and a like number when you go back to the city. (Westerman 1924: 134-44) A similar papyrus, written some thirty years earlier also describes the engagement of entertainers (this time called orchestriai) from Arsinoe to perform in the city of Bacchias, interestingly for the same rate of pay (36 drachmas a day) as that offered to Isidora a generation later. It should be noted, however, that this daily rate seems generous compared with the daily average rate (less than 3 drachmas) that laborers received at the time. The higher rate of pay for dancers and singers probably reflected the parttime and uncertain nature of their employment.
A professional dancer with the bride's father at a village wedding in the Nile Delta in 1993. Anyone who has seen Egyptians dancing for sheer pleasure at village weddings or at street festivals will know that, even if the music is different and the movements have changed, the Egyptian joy of the dance, which first developed over five thousand years ago, is still there for all to see. Photo by Penny Wilson. ese and Djeserkaresoneb, they also would have worked from "patterns" of typical scenes so that there was a limit to the sponteneity possible for the Egyptian artist. Lexova had little admiration for or sympathy with the dances of "modern" (1930s) Egypt as witnessed by her and her father, and dismissed any similarity between the dances she had reconstructed from ancient depictions and what she described as the 'angular movements in bending of limbs, witnessing to jerky movements" and "those tasteless movements and postures" of dance as practiced in Egypt in the twentieth century. Certainly in its most obvious and commercial form, usually known as "belly-dancing," dance in Egypt today can seem far-removed from the graceful lines of New Kingdom dancers.
Could anything have survived in Egypt today of the dance depicted on the walls of ancient temples and tombs? This is really impossible to say, though some of the ancient dancers have similarities to performers of "modern" Egyptian or oriental dancing (raqs sharqi). The emphasis on hip-movements, as shown by the many depictions in antiquity of dancers with scarves or belts around their hips, for example, is one of the essential similarities between ancient and modern Egyptian dancing. However the relationship between the hieroglyphic script and accompanying scenes must always be borne in mind. Figures in Egyptian wall scenes often served as a kind of pictographic determinative to the accompanying text. The intention of the artist would, therefore, have been to show a figure that was recognizably "dancing" rather than to depict accurately specific movements as made by genuine performers. Thus dancers were shown in distinctive "dancing" poses, with their arms raised and often with one leg bent, or one foot resting on its toes as if the dancer was about to move. The actual steps and movements of ancient dance in Egypt might have been quite different from those depicted in tomb or temple scenes.
Since the time of the pharaohs, Egypt has been subject to a great deal of outside influence and modern raqs sharqi has developed over several centuries. In its present form, it reflects the merging of the ancient traditions with those of the Arab world, introduced after the coming of Islam to Egypt (641 CE). In recent centuries dance in Egypt, and throughout the near east, has also been influenced by contact with "western" music and movement.
Ancient Egyptian art was possibly the least effective medium for showing the spontaneity of dance and the enjoyment of its participants. Dance just for the pleasure of it was hardly ever depicted, but ancient Egypt would have been a strange and unusual country if dancing for pleasure had not existed and despite the conventions of Egyptian art, this love of dancing does sometimes show through. Even the Egyptian artist, governed by his formal conventions and rigid grids, could not totally obscure the spirit of the dance.
